Panic disorder: a theoretical synthesis of medical and psychological approaches.
Panic disorder is a common and disabling condition which frequently leads to excessive reliance upon medical facilities. It is also closely associated with the development of agoraphobia. Medical approaches implicate disturbances of ascending brain noradrenergic and serotonergic systems, and support related pharmacotherapies. Contemporary psychological approaches focus upon misinterpretations of bodily sensations and an undue appreciation of the risk of life-threatening illness, and support cognitive/behavioral psychotherapies. A synthesis is possible by developing the view that the implicated ascending aminergic systems normally play a part in "effortful" or context-sensitive behavior. A relative failure of this under conditions of heightened arousal might be responsible for the rigid patterns of fear, belief, and behavior that characterize these patients. Clinical and research implications are discussed.